. Harry Dooley was the model for Richard Kane in Davin's novel, No Remittance, which is set in a place called Oteramika.
Ovenden refers to Dooley as 'Doley', and he writes of Dooley's 'small farm at Oteramika'. Davin was reluctant to use or identify real places in some of his novels: in Cliffs of Fall he does not name either Invercargill or Dunedin, although it is plain from the detail given that they are the places described; and in Not Here Not Now, Otautau, the birthplace of his wife, Winnie, becomes Wairata. For those who have been to Makarewa, it is obvious that this is the model for Oteramika. There is (or was) a place called Oteramika, correctly identified in Intimate Stranger as near Woodlands. This town too causes Ovenden some trouble, as he puts it 'twelve miles to the north of Invercargill', whereas in fact it lies to the east, on the old railway line to Dunedin.
Railways in Southland are another source of confusion for Ovenden. For Davin to visit his grandparents at Makarewa, Ovenden writes, 'meant a journey on the Wairo branch railway line'. There are two errors here. 'Wairo' should read Wairio, and the branch line to that place starts at Makarewa, going west to Thornbury and thence north through Otautau. The main line continued north from Makarewa to Kingston, on the shores of Lake Wakatipu, and it was on this line that Davin's maternal grandfather had worked. Near Otautau is Tuatapere, where Davin and his future wife, according to Ovenden, attempted to engineer a meeting at the races on New Year's Day 1932. There were, however, no races (in the sense of horse races) at Tuatapere on New Year's Day or any other day, as there is no racecourse there. What takes place -or perhaps took place -there on New Year's Day is or was the Tuatapere Sports, where humans rather than horses competed.
Ovenden also has difficulty with Southland hotels. On page 20, writing of Davin's father in 'dry' Invercargill in the 1920s, Ovenden that 'prohibition was not in force in the surrounding county, and the White House [hotel] on Bay Road, just across the boundary, was close enough to the railway station and the goods yard to offer temptation'. While it is true that Bay Road was then just across the boundary, it had no hotel on it, the White House being some miles further out at what was then Wallacetown but is now called Lorneville. Ovenden's description of the University of New Zealand and the University of Otago in the 'thirties does not altogether correspond with the facts, either then or twenty or more years on, while the University of New Zealand lasted. It described itself as 'a federal university' and was concerned that expensive faculties were not unnecessarily duplicated by the constituent colleges.
While as Ovenden notes, Otago had in the 'thirties the only schools of medicine, dentistry, mining, home science and commerce, he fails to note that Canterbury (established 1874) and Auckland (established 1882) also had special schools (a range of engineering courses in Christchurch; architecture, fine arts and some engineering in Auckland). Thus while students came to Otago from all over the country as Ovenden claims, this did not make it unique, as the same was true of Christchurch and Auckland. By the time Wellington got going in 1899, the special school prizes had all been awarded, but it too had students from all over the country, notably those who went to Wellington to progress in government service -like Davin's elder brother Tom.
Ovenden's claim that the existence of the special schools made Otago 'qua university -in the full meaning of the term -the best place to go' conveys the impression of students being on the same campus exchanging ideas. In fact the medical and dental schools, the two most populous, were some distance from the main campus in Union St. In the 'thirties (the same was true in the 'fifties), Davin would have had very little contact during the day with medical or dental students (apart from freshers doing pre-med science, who were at Union St), while at other times he would have come into contact only with the small minority of them who shared his interests -the more so as he did not live in a college.
Ovenden also confuses Davin's Otago degrees, which were BA (majoring in English and Latin, completed in 1933) Ovenden also has the disconcerting habit of making bald statements, and subsequently contradicting them. Thus on page 20 Davin's father, Patrick, 'was never heard to swear'; but on page 68, in an somewhat repetitive sentence, Davin is 'surprised, for the first time, to hear his father swear (which he had never heard before).' On page 205, Davin 'might easily have...purchased a house...but he never sought to do this'; four pages on, however, he and his wife buy the house they had been renting for 23 years. On page 199, Davin does not 'bother to apply for any of the medals to which he was entitled'; but on page 260 he does just that.
Regrettably, Ovenden is not the only commentator who gets lost on the roads around Davin's home. Professor (of English at the University of Otago) Lawrence Jones edited a reissue of Roads From Home in 1976 (Auckland University Press and Oxford University Press), and it came equipped with the academic apparatus of an introduction, 11 pages of learned notes, and three maps. I leave the weightier matter of the introduction until another time.
The maps resemble Ovenden's errors: in Invercargill, most streets crossing Tay St from north to south change their names, so that when Dee St reaches Tay St it does not, as the relevant map claims, keep its name, but becomes Clyde St where -ironically -Davin first attended the Marist Brothers school. The map gets the other end of Dee St wrong too: it has the North Road beginning at Spey St in the central business district, whereas in fact it begins further north where Dee St meets the Waihopai River (helpfully shown correctly on another map). Venus St is not mentioned in the novel, but is shown in capital letters on one map as the street in which the Hogans lived.
While Venus St is near Morton St where the Davins lived, the point of this map reference is hard to discern.
Railways also lead Jones astray. When explaining the railway tablet system, Jones refers to it being 'in operation on at least the InvercargillWinton section of the express's run by 1903'. The express went from Invercargill to Dunedin, and Jones' first map makes it clear that it did not go through Winton, which lies north of Invercargill, but initially east and then north east to Dunedin. The stop it made at Charlton, near Gore, was to enable punters to go to the Gore Racecourse, not the Gore 'Race Track', as Jones has it, introducing an Americanism. Or would they say 'Racetrack'?
Real people cause Jones real problems. 'The Most Reverend Daniel Mannix' is described as being 'Archbishop of Melbourne 1917-42'. In fact His Grace, to give him his proper style, occupied that see from 1917 until his death in 1963. The dates, and indeed the see, are of secondary importance, however, as the reason why the Davins honoured Mannix was that he was a very public Irish nationalist, a fact not mentioned by Jones. Following the Easter Rising in Ireland in 1916 against the British, the Irish leaders were executed, an act which persuaded Mannix and others to support Sinn Fein, the organisation behind the Rising, including its wish for an independent Irish Republic. Together with his opposition to conscription in Australia during the First World War, these views made Mannix a controversial figure but one much loved by Irish Catholics in Australasia and elsewhere.
Mannix's wit also endeared him to the same groups. In 1920 he set sail for Rome via the United States and Ireland. He was warmly welcomed in the United States, but as his ship approached Ireland, the British Government had him arrested on the high seas by the Royal Navy, barred him from entering Ireland and had him taken to Penzance. 'Since the Battle of Jutland ' [in 1916] , Mannix observed, 'the British Navy has not scored a success comparable to the capture of the Archbishop of Melbourne without the loss of a single British sailor.' Not only that, but 'the Royal Navy has taken into custody the ChaplainGeneral of His Majesty's Forces in Australia'. 4 Professor Jones is equally inaccurate about Eamon de Valera, whom he describes as 'President of the Irish Republic from 1919 to 1922'. There was neither republic nor president in those years. In fact de Valera held that office from 1959 to 1973. The earlier office was President of the Dail (the Irish Parliament), which although comprising duly elected MPs, was selfproclaimed. The MPs had been elected in 1918 (and again in 1921) to Westminster, but did not take their seats there. Instead those not in gaol or in hiding in 1919 assembled in Dublin to form the Dail, and after his release from gaol later that year de Valera, who was also the ranking survivor from the 1916 Rising, became the President of that body. Again, the offices held at the time were only marginally relevant to the Davins and their kind: de Valera was the local and international face of Irish nationalism, and revered because of that -something else which Jones fails to mention.
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Jones has trouble with other aspects of the Troubles, as the period covering the Anglo-Irish War and the Irish Civil War is known. Michael Collins was not, as Jones has him, 'the leader of the Sinn Fein in guerilla warfare against the English, assassinated in 1922', but rather Chairman of the Provisional Government and Commander-in Chief of the pro-Treaty forces at the time he was killed in action in 1922 during the Civil War. Nor were the Black and Tans 'the hated English auxiliaries used in the attempt to suppress the Irish revolt of 1920'; they were British ex-soldiers and sailors recruited into the Royal Irish Constabulary 1920-21 during the Anglo-Irish War, and 'distinctly different' from the Auxiliaries, who were British ex-army officers forming the Auxiliary Division of the Constabulary at that time. Pre-nineteenth Irish history brings Jones further unhappiness. He describes 'wild geese' as 'self-exiled Irishmen after the Treaty of Limerick (1691) The expression 'per omnia saecula saeculorum' is translated by Jones as 'to all eternity, for all the secular ages'. It might mean that literally, but to Catholics of Davin's generation, and mine, it is better rendered as 'for ever and ever', this being the translation used in the Catholic prayers of the time.
Some of the language in the novel is intriguing, and even to modern ears mysterious, but Jones fails to explain some words. While 'a shicker' means a drunk, as Jones explains, he does not comment on what 'a bonzer' is (a description used by Paddy of his ferret, Pompey), nor 'dicken' (in contemplating the disadvantages of marriage, Andy Saunders says to himself 'Dicken on that for a joke'). The Dictionary of New Zealand English, a magisterial work edited by H W Orsman (OUP Auckland 1997), supports Jones' explanation of 'a shicker', and Davin's use of 'a bonzer' ('someone or something outstanding, fine...') and 'dicken on that' ('an exclamation or interjection of disbelief, disgust etc' adding 'now in infrequent use'). Curiously, the dictionary uses Roads from Home as a source for 'dicken' but not for the other two words (although it does use For the Rest of Our Lives and Closing Times as sources for 'a shicker').
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Does any of this really matter? So long as one knows that peelers are policemen, for example, does it matter what body of constabulary established by Sir Robert Peel gave rise to the term? Well, no and yes. Each error is in and of itself of little moment and might be ascribed to human error, bad editing and the like. It is the kind and quantity however which matter, from two aspects. The first is that, particularly in Ovenden's case, the author's credibility as an authority on Davin suffers from the death of a thousand cuts.
Each cut, in and of itself, is a trifle, a scratch; but the cumulative effect can be fatal. And what about those myriad other assertions about Davin, the reader might ask, which are not so easily checked?
Secondly, the situation is like the parable in St Matthew's Gospel (25.14-30) of the man on his way abroad who summoned his three servants and gave them a few talents, each in proportion to his ability. Their master eventually returned and called the three servants to account. The two who turned a profit were told that as they had shown they could be faithful in small things, they would be entrusted with greater, while the one who had buried his single talent in the ground and gave it back to his master when he returned was condemned as wicked and lazy. As Ovenden and Jones have shown a lack of care in small things about Davin, the suspicion arises that they will be careless with the larger issues about him. I hope to examine in a future piece whether this suspicion is well-founded.
